The Guitarist's Guide to Music Theory and 
Application 

By Sean Ashcraft 

Introduction - What is this packet and why is this stuff important? 

I've noticed over the years that many guitarists simply do not know anything about 
music theory, namely the theory based in the "western" classical tradition. Well, to say they 
do not know anything about it is a bit of an exaggeration; many know a decent amount 
about theory, they just do not know how to apply it to the guitar. It is almost as if there are 
two separate languages being spoken these days: "real" music and "guitar" music. Hence 
the popularity of tablature and it being the sole method for song-learning many guitarists 
(right along with playing by ear). 

I am writing this to show that all these are actually a part of the same thing, and that 
the "problem" with guitarists is just a little lack of practice. Both those with experience with 
music theory and those without will be able to benefit from this packet because we will 
start with the very basics. 

I am also not going to lie; music theory is not something that just comes naturally. 
You can be given pages and pages of music and examples and explanations from the best of 
the best, but it is still up to the musician to learn the material and know how to apply it to 
the musical world. 

So with that being said, what is the packet actually going to do for you, the guitarist, 
the musician? It is going to take you right to the first thing almost every musician masters: 
the scales. The keys. But the guitar, being a polyphonic (multi-voiced] instrument, will also 
have another thing to tackle: the chords. And this being a theory packet, we will discuss the 
function of these chords. We will start off nice and relatively easy with first-position (as 
many open strings as possible). But we cannot stop there. We have all those other frets to 
master as well. 

Whereas most other stringed instruments (I'm thinking violins, violas, cellos, etc. 
here] will then talk about position-playing (here is scale "X" in position "Y," and now again 
in position "Z," etc.), the guitar is much better suited for scale-pattern playing, which will 
then warrant an in-depth discussion of the modes, as well as barre-chords. 

After that, we will begin thinking more "outside the box" (a reference to the old 
pentatonic scale so many guitarist love) and begin applying vertical motion in our scale 
playing (up and down the neck). Then we will expand our knowledge of chord voicing (jazz 
players will especially benefit from this). And we will also begin discussing the importance 
of arpeggios. (Yes, "sweeps" will be covered, but why limit ourselves to just "sweeping"?) 



And then I will have probably have forgotten something very important by then, so I 
will probably update with a new addition or make some supplementary packet to go along 
with this. 

I must now emphasize that this is NOT a "chord book" or a "scale book" I will not 
draw every single chord that exists or every possible scale fingering! This book is meant to 
be a guide to let the musician determine what suits his/her tastes. There is a definite wrong 
way to do this, but there is not a definite right way to do them (example: a C major scale has 
certain specific pitches, but there are dozens of ways to play it). 

I have tried to make this book as "neutral" as possible; in other words, a rock 
guitarist and a jazz guitarist should be able to learn just as much about music as a classical 
guitarist (or whatever you consider yourself) would. All music shares a similar heritage. It 
all just depends on how you want to express yourself. 

How to read this packet and how to practice this stuff 

Like I said in the introduction, you will be given examples of everything that is 
outlined here. Occasionally I will give guidelines as to how much each thing should be 
practiced and what should be memorized. But often I do not, as following with a sort of 
tradition that textbook-writers tend to follow (probably not intentionally]; it would seem 
that I leave it up to the reader to decide what's "more important." Whenever you take a 
class in high school or college, at least in the public school system most Americans are 
raised with, you memorize only what the teacher or professor tells you (or what's going to 
be on the test). 

There is no standardized test that the musician is going to take after reading this 
packet, however. The real test is the musical world: how you want to apply it, and how you 
are challenged by others to apply it. So, it really depends on what kind of musician you 
want to become. In theory, the best musician (if there is such a thing) will memorize every 
scale and every chord form and know every rule about theory ever created. But if you are 
more apt to just learning about how to create the best solo, then you want to memorize 
your scales and chord functions. If you want to just write music for others to perform, then 
knowing chord function and how scales relate to chords should be emphasized. Or if you 
want to just play guitar and not really write music, then knowing your chords and scales is 
probably the most important. 

Ideally, you have someone wiser than yourself guiding you through this process of 
learning the guitar inside and out. Whether you have an instructor or not, challenge 
yourself to know the material, not just memorize it. Constantly apply what you have 
learned to the real world. Find music that has what you just learned. If you need help, local 
music stores and the Internet are great resources. 

Also, take your time with the material. Don't move on until you feel confident about 
each example. A good rule of thumb is that you have mastered something once you 
physically cannot play it wrong. But, not every example needs to be mastered 100% to still 
learn much about music theory so if you are having problems, move on, or review. And 
remember to have fun. 



Part One: The Keys in Open Position 

Key of C Major 

No sharps. No flats. What could possibly be a better place to start? I must now make 
a few quick notes before we get started. 

First, every topic discussed will have an example on a separate corresponding piece of 
sheet music. I had to make an executive decision to do it this way because I am self- 
published, and way too lazy to combine the two elements together. 

Second, I am assuming the musician has basic knowledge of 2 things: how to play basic 
guitar (you at least know the notes in first-position and you can play some basic chords like 
C, D, G, E, Em, Am, F, etc.), and how to read music on a musical staff (and know what types 
of fingerings correspond to what: Example 1.2 shows what I'm talking about). If you are not 
familiar with one or both of these, then I suggest you take some guitar lessons real quick, 
and then after this is mastered, return to the material in this packet. Teachers are great 
guides and are essential to become a guitar master! 

Third, this first key is a doozy. Why? Because I will discuss all the intricacies of the theory 
behind the key, but only once, because the same principles apply to all keys. If this last one 
confused you a bit, just hold on, take a breath, and prepare for a little bit of a ride. Consider 
yourself lucky, though; many musicians practice keys their whole career without anyone 
explaining the theory behind them (and usually their careers are quite short). 

What is a key? 

Great question. But to define this, you have to know quite a lot about how our 
system of music works in the first place. I've provided two separate definitions for those 
who are interested and for those who know that the important thing is your ability to play 
them. 

The Long Definition: 

Music is simply the organization of noises. But it is that key term organization that, 
in reality, makes it not so simple. The tones we perceive as pitches are perceived because 
they vibrate the air around our eardrum. How fast the air vibrates determines the pitch 
that we hear. 

Now, a crazy thing about vibration is that whenever you double the rate of vibration, 
you will see (imagine a slinky right now) a similar vibration pattern to the original one 
emerge, just with twice as much "stuff" going on. Going back to that slinky, if you fixed one 
end of it (to let's say a door) and shook it back and forth until you got one bend in it, that 
would be one "pitch." Now shake it twice as fast. Now you have two bends in it. 



What's the big deal with this? Well, when this happens in music, we call it an octave. 
Play the low "E" string. Now play the high "e" string. Same pitch. Two separate octaves. See 
Example 1.1. 

In western music, we decided to divide the octave into 12 pitched tones, and if you 
play all of them in consecutive order, you get the chromatic scale. Make sure you can read 
and understand Example 1.2, the Open Position Chromatic Scale. This brings up the topic of 
enharmonic tones: most notes can be written in a couple different ways. We will talk about 
the importance of which enharmonic tone to use in the context of scales and chord-stacking 
and junk later. For now, just stick to the provided fingerings if the notes are giving you 
trouble. 

The classical tradition is to begin with major scales, then progress to minor scales, 
then to tackle other scales after that. What's the difference between a major and minor 
scale? Why is the major scale like this and not like that? First, a minor scale is a mode of the 
major scale. What does this mean? A mode is just another name for a scale, but the 
connotation is that it is derived from (or based off) another scale. For example, the key of A 
minor is based off the key of C major. We'll discuss this in more depth later. 

But why is the major scale set up the way it is? Well, there is this somewhat 
complicated idea of the overtone series that states that each tone is actually comprised of 
multiple overtones, which make the sound brighter or darker depending on what 
overtones sound. Play in the middle of a string — around the 12 th fret — it sounds darker; 
less overtones appear. Play next to the bridge: it sounds bright; more overtones are 
present. The argument goes that the major scale contains most of the notes of the overtone 
series. But this argument has a some of flaws in it and goes way above what you need to 
know right now. Basically the major scale sounds good, so we'll stick with it. And music 
theory makes a lot more sense once you get to know it. In other words: 

The short and skinny: 

A key is a collection of tones that sound good when played right. If I practice my 
keys, I will know more about the guitar and music in general. 

The Standard C Major Scale - Example 1.3 

I will start off each key with the standard version of it. I define a key's standard 
version as movement from the lowest key note in first position on the guitar to the highest 
key note in first position. So, this first scale will go from low C to middle C, one octave. 
Compare the shape of your hand as you play this scale to the C chord. See how they're 
related? This scale should eventually be memorized. 

The Extended C Major Scale - Example 1.4 

An extended scale is essentially all the possible tones in that particular key, limited 
to the position at hand, namely first position. Don't so much memorize this as be able to call 
up any tone from it at command. 



These two scales are great warm-ups. Force yourself to play as cleanly as possible 
with these and all scales. Do not go too fast! Only go as fast as you can play cleanly. Even if 
this seems too elementary for you, challenge yourself with cleanliness. Try adding rhythms 
to make things more interesting; for example, try swinging 8ths, or dotted rhythms. Be 
creative. Do not just skip over these open position scales! 

Etudes in C Major 

An etude is a piece of music that exercises a given technique or idea. Practice with a 
metronome is a fantastic idea with these. 

1.5 - Scale in 3rds. Great exercise with intervals. For the zealous musician, try the scale in 
4ths, 5ths, etc. Don't know what an interval is yet? I talk about them a little more in the 
Chords in the Key of C Major section. 

1.6 - A nice little ditty, complete with chords in case your teacher or your friend wanted to 
accompany you as you practice this etude. You can also use the chords to see how melody 
and harmony relates once you read about the chords in the key of C major. 

1.7 - This is an example of what is called a melodic sequence. This is when a simple melodic 
passage is repeated and transposed, or moved, up or down every so often in a predictable 
pattern: in this case, every one measure, down a step. I'll bring up the idea of harmonic 
sequences later; they are the foundation for the melodic content of a melodic sequence. 

If you have other method books or songbooks of your own, try playing the melodies 
that have few accidentals (sharps or flats) and appear to be in the key of C. One day I will 
have an edition of this packet with examples from real music, with a bunch of different 
genres to keep things interesting. But for now, due to lack of research, funding, and overall 
interest, you will have to be your own repertoire builder. Consult a guitar instructor for 
more guidance. 

Chords in the Key of C Major 

First, let's talk about what a chord is. A chord, for our purposes right now, is simply 
a specific set of intervals played at the same time. A chord's name depends on two factors: 
its root and quality. Let me quickly talk about both. 

Root: This is often the "bass" note of a chord (i.e., the lowest note played on the 
guitar or the note the bass player would play in a band), but this is not always the case. For 
now, let's think of the root as the note that is the most stable, or that never changes when 
you alter the chord's quality. I know that makes little sense right now, but just keep going 
and it will make more sense in a minute. 

Quality: There are two ways of thinking about a chord's quality. First, you can speak 
of the "emotion" of the chord, or basically, how does it sound? You know (or should know) 
the E and E minor chords. Would you agree that one sounds "happier" than the other? One 
sounds "darker" than the other? I bet you think the E minor chord sound dark, whereas the 
E (major) chord sounds more or less "resolute." You can prescribe a number of different 



characteristics to each chord you learn. But since everyone has a different opinion on music 
(or a different "ear"], this isn't a very good way of categorizing chords or organizing them 
in a way that we can effectively study. So... 

Secondly, you can analyze the relative structure of the chord. We do this by 
assigning a name (or quality) to a series of intervals that are a certain chromatic distance 
from the root. Ok, that was kind of confusing. Let's look at it from a "building block" 
perspective. 

Building Chords: Why Are Chords Called What They Are? - Example 1.8 

Ok, when you build a building you start with the foundation. Your root is like the 
foundation. Let's start with a root of C (Example 1.8). We can put any number of notes 
above the root of C and create a chord. But, time and trial and error has taught musicians in 
the West that certain notes above a given root consistently sound good, or harmonic. And, if 
we keep these relative intervals the same but change the roots (let's say to G), then we get 
an equally harmonic sound, but with a slightly different characteristic (because we have 
changed foundations, so to speak]. 

Major: The easiest set of intervals to describe right now is the set of intervals that 
make up what has been called the major chord. From the root, our next tone is up a major 
third, which is equivalent to 2 whole steps put together, or 4 half steps (a half step is a fret, 
or one note up on the chromatic scale — see Example 1.2 again and find C, then count four 
half steps or notes up). This is E. Now, from there, we will go up a minor third, or 3 half 
steps. This is G. Now play C, E, and G at the same time. Look familiar? Now add another C to 
top things off. This is most of the famous C chord that so many guitarists know and love. 

Try the same thing with G being the root on the 6 th string (low E string). Follow the 
same procedure. The next note up is B. The next note up is D. Now top it off with another G. 
This is most of the G chord. Our fuller chords we know (all 6 strings for G) simply double 
the notes we've already played. Try this with as many notes as you can. 

In summary: Major intervals: Root, Major 3 rd , Minor 3 rd . 

Minor: If you switch the major and minor intervals around in our little formula, we 
get what we like to call a minor chord. The easiest one to build is the E minor chord. Start 
with E on the 4 th (or D) string. Now go a minor 3 rd up. Now go a major third up. You should 
have picked out the notes E, G, and B. Play those notes, then the full E minor chord. 
Compare that with the E major chord. It's a major 3 rd up from E, then a minor 3 rd up, right? 
E, G#, and B. Don't worry about the sharp right now. 

In summary: Minor intervals: Root, Minor 3 rd , Major 3 rd . 

If you haven't guessed it already, the reason why we call chords minor and major is 
kind of made up. There isn't any super-scientific reason or anything like that (although 
many would argue there is — we won't get into that debate right now). But from there, all 
other chords make a lot more sense. So, they're really made up because they make more 
complicated things much simpler, which is ok if you ask me. 



The last type of chord that we are going to discuss right now is the dominant 7 th 
chord. 

Dominant 7 th : We won't go into why dominant 7ths are called "dominant" right 
now, but we will talk about why they're "7ths." Interval-wise, dominant 7ths simply put 
another minor 3 rd on top of the top-most note of major chords. So, going back to C, the top- 
most note is G, so go a minor 3 rd above that. That's Bb. Whoa, our first chord with a flat. 
Keep your cool; it's not the end of the world. Let's do an easier example. Take the G chord. 
Top note: D. Minor 3 rd above that: F. Play the G7 chord. Since the chord we made up was a 
bit awkward to play, we displaced the new note up an octave so it is easier to play. But both 
are G7 chords. 

But why are we saying 7 th ? Well, go back to the C7 chord. That new note we added 
(Bb] was pretty much the 7 th note of the C major scale (B natural). 

But why is it Bb and not B (natural)?!?! Well, like I said, dominant 7ths add a minor 
3 rd above the last note in a Major chord. So it's not quite the 7 th note of the C scale. That (a 
major 3 rd instead of a minor 3 rd above the last note in a major chord) would be a major 7 th 
chord (Cmaj7). And if you plopped a minor 3 rd above the last note of a minor chord, you'd 
get a minor 7 th chord. It is set up like this to prevent confusion between these three types of 
7 th chords (although, I'll admit, it creates some more confusion anyways for those trying to 
figure this out for the first time). But we aren't worrying about the major 7 th and the minor 
7th right now. 



So just smile and say: Dominant intervals: Root, Major 3 rd , Minor 3 rd , another Minor 



?rd 



See, that wasn't so bad? 

Ok, going back to what I originally intended for this section (we are still in Chords 
in the Key of C, remember?), we will now talk about what chords are in the key of C! 
Mathematically speaking, there are 7 notes in the key of C, so there is the potential for at 
least 7 separate roots, which means there should be 7 separate basic chords in the key of C. 
(Thank you, college-level calculus.) And you'd be about right! When we talk about the roots 
of chords relative to the key, we use Roman numerals. So, I is C, II is D, III is E, etc. Whether 
the Roman numeral is capitalized or not shows whether the chord is major or minor. So, I is 
C, but ii is Dm. 

I have already done the busywork and have found out what chords end up being 
major or minor in the key of C if you stay within the key given (no sharps or flats). These 
are outlined with suggested fingerings in Example 1.9. 

I - C. Obviously, the root of the key of C major is going to be one (I) and major. 
Nothing too surprising here. Since we use a capital "i" or a Roman numeral 1 to designate 
this chord, read carefully and make sure you don't confuse it with when the author speaks 
in first-person (when I use an "I"). 

ii - Dm. If it were D (major), then there would be an F#, which is not in the key of C. 



iii - Em. Again, if major, then a G# would be there — not in the key of C. 

IV - F. Ahh, the F chord. Everyone's favorite, right? 

V - G. Now here's a point of interest. If you make G into G7, you stay within the key 
of C major because you simply add an F to the G chord. Also, "V" is often called the 
"dominant" chord. Now do you see why we call these chords "dominant 7ths?" We'll talk 
about dominant (as well as sub-dominant) chords later. Just know that V and V7 are, for 
our purposes, pretty much interchangeable. 

vi - Am. The "vi" chord is also called the relative minor because later, when we 
discuss minor keys, we will find that A minor contains the same key signature as C major 
(no sharps or flats). 

vii??? - Bill. What? Both B AND Bm contain an F#? What now? Actually, the "vii" 
chord does have a quality called "diminished" and is written "vii°," which we won't talk 
about right now. It's a bit more advanced. Nevertheless, you can still learn the B° chord. 

So, we still even out with a solid 7 chords: C, Dm, Em, F, G, G7, and Am (plus B°, but 
don't really worry about it). Now we begin the fun with chord function. 

Introduction to Chord Function 

Chord function is tricky business. The problem is that we can create all the rules we 
want, but then someone or something comes along and shatters these rules to bits. But, we 
can always start with nice, basic, formulaic progressions that we can elaborate on later. 

The P -> D -> T Class Formula - Example 1.10 - 1.18 

We like to classify the basic chords we know into 3 classes: Tonic (T), Predominant 
(P), and Dominant (D). Each class has its own function, or the way it relates to other chords 
and moves from chord to chord. Let's outline the classes: 

1. Tonic (T): I and vi (C and Am in the key of C major). "Tonic" refers to the home 
key, or in this case, the key of C major. So I being "tonic" makes sense; it is the 
home key. But vi is also lumped into this class because, for one, it shares two of 
the three tones as I, but it also "sounds" the same way. Both I and vi sound 
"resolute," or like you "went back to home base" (insert more descriptive 
phrases here). It's just that I sounds more resolute than vi. You'll see why in a 
minute. 

2. Dominant (D): V, V7, and vii° (don't worry about vii ) (sometimes iii is in here 
too)(G, G7, and B°, and sometimes Em). Dominant chords have a certain 
"tendency" to resolve to a tonic chord. This is because they contain the infamous 
Scale Degree 7 (B in the key of C major). This scale degree is soooo close to the 
key note (C for now) that it almost "screams" and begs to be resolved. Ok, so 
maybe that's a bit of an exaggeration, but you get the idea, iii is often lumped in 
here for the same reason as vi in the tonic class. It's mostly a V chord, but then 



again it also shares two tones from the I chord, so it's not a very strong 
dominant. Just kind of ignore the iii chord for now. 
3. Predominant (P): ii and IV (Dm and F in the key of C major]. Also often called 
the subdominant class (I think that's what I called it earlier; ignore my 
inconsistency). I like to call it "predominant" because that's exactly what it does: 
it comes before the dominant class. Think of it as a "setup" for the "big D -> T" or 
the big resolution from dominant to tonic. 

So what does this P -> D -> T formula mean? Well, there are some guidelines and 
some exceptions that will make writing solid chord progressions a breeze. 

Rule 1: Follow the arrows! (yes, those "->" are arrows!) Substitute the chords 
outlined above for their respective letter 

Example 1.11: 1 will replace IV (F) with the P-class, V (G) with D-class, and I (C) with 
T-class. My progression is now F -> G -> C. Simple, yet effective. 

Rule 2: You can jump to any chord within a certain class, but you must follow the 
arrows after that. 

Example 1.12: IV is predom (short for predominant) and ii is predom. So if I went 
IV -> ii -> V -> I, this rule would be followed. 

Rule 3: You can start things at any point in the formula 

Example 1.13: 1 think I'll start at the D-class instead of the P-class. So, V-> I (G -> C). 
Classic. 

Rule 4: Starting things off with a T-class chord is ok. Also, I can go to any chord. 

Example 1.14: Let's try getting that iii chord in our progression. So, start with I (C), 
which can go anywhere, so let's follow with a iii. iii is also considered kind of a D-class 
chord, so let's let go to vi, which incidentally is a T-class chord as well. Let's round things 
off with another P -> D -> T, so let's follow with a ii -> V -> I. So the whole progression is 
I -> iii -> vi -> ii -> V -> I. Kind of complicated, but well worth the work. 

Now there's always exceptions and fancy names for these exceptions. And then 
there are just fancy names in general. Let's start with some of those proper terms. 

Cadence: a resolution at the end of a chord progression. These make your 
progression sound more or less complete. There are different types of cadences, however. 

Authentic Cadence: a V -> I, or in this case, G ->C [Example 1.15]. No rules broken 
yet. 

Plagal Cadence: a IV -> I, or F -> C. [Example 1.16] Uh-oh. This is a P-class going to 
T-class. But it's ok; it has become such consonant resolution that we just ignore that rule in 
this case. But, if we went ii -> I (Dm -> C), that would technically be breaking the P -> D -> T 
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formula still. One thing to keep in mind is that a IV -> I is a weak resolution. Think "A-men" 
at the end of hymns; usually a plagal cadence is used with those. 

Deceptive Cadence: a V -> vi, or G -> Am [Example 1.17). This technically doesn't 
break any rules because vi is a T-class chord. But, vi is not the tonic I, which so many 
people are used to hearing after a big V chord. Thus, the deception. 

Half Cadence: I -> V, or C -> G [Example 1.1 8). Again, this does not break any rules 
because I can "go anywhere." But imagine ending a song on a V chord. That would probably 
drive Bach insane if it never resolved to I. So use sparingly. It's called "half" because usually 
you follow it with another cadence that goes V -> I, or an authentic cadence. 

More Etudes in C Major 

These are less like etudes and more like just simple chord progressions in which we 
will apply what we just learned about chord function so that we can interpret them. Try 
analyzing the progressions along with the text and form your own opinion of them before 
playing them. Then play the progressions and see if you think the same thing as you did 
before. 

1.19 - This is what I like to call the "50s" chord progression. It would seem almost 
every song from the 50s had this or a very similar chord progression. Does it ever really 
cadence? Or is it more of a cycle (i.e., you continue to repeat the progression until you 
decide to end the song, probably on a I)? Many modern progressions are like this one, 
where there is no cadence until perhaps the very end, creating a driving sensation that is 
commonplace in rock music. 

1.20 - Very similar to Example 1.14, but contains every single chord we know in the 
key of C (including B°, which is why I included it above]. Many classical composers used 
this or a very similar progression. It contains what is called sequential root movement, 
which means that every chord root moves up or down the same interval. In this case, each 
interval is a fifth down, or five notes down the scale. So, five notes below E is A, five notes 
below A is D, and so on. Notice that I could have said four notes above as well. Four notes 
above E is still A, etc. It all depends on how you hear the movement, regardless of how the 
actual bass line (bottom note of the chord] moves. Also, see how this progression still fits 
the P -> D -> T above (it repeats once]? 

1.21 - This is often called the 12-Bar Blues. Obviously, it's twelve bars long, and I 
believe it sounds bluesy simply because it pretty much breaks the rules we described 
above. Not only does it only cadence plagally (I think that's a word; IV -> I], it also is a great 
example of retrogression, or basically, going backwards in the P -> D -> T formula. This is a 
very simple form of the 12-bar blues, which we will elaborate on later (it is such a great 
progression to elaborate on!]. 

Now go out and find some songs in the key of C major and learn the chord 
progressions in them. Try to analyze them using the tools we've learned. Many songs will 
contain things we haven't discussed yet, like borrowed chords or altered chords. This 
doesn't mean you can't play them yet, however. Try to come up with rational explanations 
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of your own, or better yet, look ahead in this packet and see if you can pinpoint what that 
particular thing is. This can be tricky to do on your own, so having a good guitar teacher as 
a guide is always a good idea. 

More Advanced Topics 

Now we are going to talk about some more advanced topics that require more study 
than just a casual look-over to really get. If you have some general knowledge of music 
theory, then this section will most likely be of benefit to you because you probably have 
never thought of some of these things in this way. Or you might be familiar with these 
concepts, but you never studied them very in-depth. 

Please note: if you are struggling with these concepts because you have never seen 
anything like this before, I encourage you to go on to the other keys in Part One and just do 
the "basics" (i.e., the scales and the basic 7 chords and their etudes). Once you have 
mastered those, come back to these more advanced topics and see if they don't make more 
sense, or see if you are better motivated to learn more about them. 

Functional Chords - The Four (or five or so) Seventh Chords - Example 1.22 

Well, there are a lot of different types of seventh chords because you can alter any 
pitch in a chord and come up with a different chord altogether. To "alter" is simply to raise 
or lower any particular pitch in a chord by a half step (or sometimes more]. For example: 

If you lower the 3 rd of an E major chord, you get an E minor chord. 

Likewise, if you raise the 3 rd of an E minor chord, you get an E major chord. 

Also, if you lower the 5 th of an E minor chord, you get an E diminished chord. 

This is what we do to get the various 7 th chords that you've probably run into, like 
the major 7 th and the minor 7 th and the dominant 7 th . Few people have run into the fully 
diminished 7 th and the half diminished 7 th (unless you play jazz or classical), and even 
fewer have run into the augmented 7 th . So what did I just list, six different 7 th chords? We're 
just going to focus on four: the dominant 7 th , the major 7 th , the minor 7 th , and the fully 
diminished 7 th , and what chords are typically which 7 th chord when you force them to be, 
as well as what they will normally resolve to. (The half diminished 7 th will appear when we 
talk about minor keys, and the augmented 7 th will come, well, later.) 

Dominant 7 th : typically just the V (G7 in C major). The 7 th scale degree of the major 
scale is flatted on top of a major chord. Again, remember that the V is called the "dominant" 
scale degree, which is relatively easy to remember. This usually only resolves to I, which 
we will discuss why in a minute. But also remember that V and V7 are interchangeable, so 
if you resolved to vi, then that would still be a deceptive cadence. Which is ok. 

Major 7 th : I and IV (written IM7 and IVM7 in R.N.)(Cmaj7, Fmaj7). A normal 7 th 
scale degree of the major scale is added to the top of a major chord. Major 7 th chords have 
less of a tendency to resolve, which is why I like to call them both "functional" chords and 
"color" chords because they don't have to do something; they can just sound pretty on their 



12 



own (we'll talk more about other color chords in a minute). But, they still can be resolved, 
but it's a little weird. IM7 resolves to IV pretty well, but this is a very weak resolution (if 
you ended a song like this, it wouldn't seem complete). IVM7 should resolve to vii°, but this 
almost seems wrong just to think about (who would resolve on a vii° chord?). The reason 
for this is because resolution is really defined by when the root goes up a fourth or down a 
fifth, whether perfect or imperfect. On paper it works — which I will explain in a bit — but 
our ears don't agree. It's less of a resolution and more of a movement from one chord to the 
next. 

Minor 7 th : ii, iii, and vi (written ii7, iii7, vi7)(Dm7, Em7, and Am 7). A flatted 7 th 
scale degree of the major scale is added to the top of a minor chord. These chords probably 
resolve the best, right behind the dominant 7 th and the fully diminished 7 th . They often "set 
up" other dominant 7 th chords, but diatonically, they really seem to set themselves up more 
(we'll see them set up dom 7 th s much more when we talk about borrowed chords in Part 
Two). For now, the ii7 resolves to V (a great set up if you further resolve V7 to I), the vi7 
resolves to ii, and the iii7 resolves to vi7. As you can probably imagine, the iii7 and vi7 
resolutions are relatively weak. 

Diminished 7 th : vii (written vii°7)(B°7). A double-flatted (flatted twice) 7 th scale 
degree of the major scale is added to the top of a diminished chord. This one is a bit of an 
oddball, because as you can see in Example 1.22, it has a chromatically altered tone (an 
accidental): the Ab (the double-flatted scale degree). Think of this one as a dominant chord 
(in the P -> D -> T formula). If it resolves to I, it's a pretty strong cadence. But, if it goes to 
vi, it is still strong, but it is weakened by the deceptive nature of resolving on a vi chord. 
This is a pretty dramatic chord, but it can be overused quite quickly. (A note on the 
fingering: pick only one of the two parenthesized notes. Both could be played, but it's 
unnecessary.) 

Now, if you have been following along in the music, you might be asking, "What are 
all those annoying lines that are getting in my way for?" Great question. The dotted lines 
are outlining the resolution of two very important intervals: the 3 rd and the 7 th scale 
degrees. Find the 3 rd and the 7 th scale degrees in each 7 th chord. See how they resolve to the 
next chord? If you paid real close attention, you would have noticed that the 3 rd scale 
degree always resolves up, while the 7 th scale degree always resolves down. Also, you 
would have noticed that the full lines are outlining the root movement from one note to the 
next: the root always moves up by fourth or down by fifth. The only exceptions to these 
two rules is when the root moves by step (V7 -> vi), or with the vii°7 chord. Diminished 
chords kind of play by their own rules; in fact, they are made of entirely minor 3rds or 
double-flatted (diminished) 7 th s, so they resolve in a fairly complex manner. We will go 
over the intricacies of these chords in a later discussion. 

Even More Etudes in C Major 

If you're looking ahead, you see we're not even close to being done yet. Isn't this so 
much fun? We are going to do some more chord progressions that incorporate the 7 th 
chords we just learned. These progressions will look familiar, however. These are more like 
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addendums to the last three etudes than actual etudes, but should still be practiced just as 
thoroughly. 

1.23 - Again, the "50s" chord progression, but this time slightly more elaborated. I 
substituted the F chord with the Dm7 chord, and the G with a G7 chord, thus creating my 
patent-pending ii7 -> V7 -> I chord progression (if you take the repeats). This root 
movement is quite common in all types of Western music, from classical to jazz and 
everything in between (indeed, even in metal and hip hop). 

1.24 - The "classical" progression again, but with every single chord being followed 
by a 7 th chord. I must confess, I had to include a B half-diminished 7 th chord (the one with 
the "/" through the "°") because B°7 wouldn't have resolved to Em7 very well (B°7 resolves 
to C or Am, remember?). Consider this your introduction to half diminished 7 th chords: they 
are diminished 7ths that don't have the double-flatted 7 th scale degree; it's just normal- 
flatted. Try to follow the movement of the 3rds and 7ths throughout. See any patterns? 

1.25 - I come from a musical background that played the "jazz" 12-Bar Blues, which I 
will outline here, but it will be purely diatonic (in other words, we're just going to use the 
chords we know so far). It won't sound "bluesy" or even that jazzy, but it will be closer to 
the "real thing" and it will be more difficult than the last etude. The "real thing" will consist 
of many "borrowed" chords, aka, chords that move the key to something else for a short 
period of time, then move back to the original key. We'll work on that later. 

Now go out and find as many songs with 7 th chords in the key of C as you can. Most 
songs will have just dominant 7 th chords, which is ok. Chances are you will be going back to 
the same songs you did before, but changing some chords to 7 th chords. This is ok too, but 
you must remember that 7 th chords only resolve when the next chord's root is a fourth 
above or a fifth below the chord you are changing. Otherwise, the chord won't have a 
function, and it will simply act as a "color" chord. Which is ok as well. 

Functional Chords - "Sus" Chords - Example 1.26 

The "sus" chord is derived from the classical treatment of the dissonance called the 
suspension. A suspension, by definition, is when a tone from one chord is sustained into the 
next chord, this tone creating a dissonance or a conflict with the tones in the latter chord. 
The suspension is then immediately resolved downward. If it not resolved down — if it is 
resolved up — then the resolution is called retardation. Why it is called this is unclear, but it 
does give one the sense that it is not preferred in the classical tradition. Today, we typically 
only encounter suspensions that create the interval of a 4 th or a 2 nd in the "suspended" 
chord with the root. Notice that the 2 nd and 4 th , when resolved, go to the 3 rd of that chord. 
So, we never have the 3 rd in the "sus" chord, and there is no difference between major and 
minor "sus" chords (the 3 rd is the only difference between these two chords). 

Even though we hardly ever follow the rules of preparation and resolution of 
suspended chords, knowing these rules couldn't hurt us. So when using "sus" chords, try to 
keep the following in mind: 
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1. The "sustained" tone (i.e. the tone that differentiates the "sus" chord from its 
normal counterpart) must be in the chord that precedes the "sus" chord. 

2. The "sustained" tone must resolve (i.e. immediately go from "sus" to "normal"). 

3. If one of these rules is broken, then the "sus" chord lacks function and is just a 
coloration (not a "true" "sus" chord) (see next section about "color" chords). 

Let's outline the various "sus" chords in C major. Some, but not all, possibilities for 
preparation are given. 

Resolution - sustained tone's resolution is "lined" 

Csus2 and Csus4 -> C 

Fsus2 -> F (Fsus4 contains a Bb) 

Gsus2 and Gsus4 -> G also G7sus4 -> G7 (G7sus2 is rather uncommon) 

Asus2 and Asus4 -> Am 

Dsus2 and Dsus4 -> Dm also D7sus4 -> Dm7 

Esus4 -> Em (Esus2 contains an F#) 

I have included the G7sus4 and D7sus4 because these are often used in the II -> V -> 
I progression I spoke of in Exercise 1.23. Obviously, there are many more options for other 
7 th chords in terms of adding the "sus," but these are typically uncommon. 

Preparation Examples - sustained tone is tied and its resolution is "lined" 

C -> Fsus2 -> F - "retardation" (rule of thumb: sus2 chords will always use 

retardation if resolved) 
F -> Gsus4 -> G 
Dm -> Asus4 -> Am 
Dm7 -> G7sus4 -> G7 
Etc. 

Notice that the sustained tone has the same fingering for both chords (the 
preparation and "sus" chord)? This doesn't always happen, but usually does in a "good" 
suspension. 

Try to invent you own progressions that contain simple "sus" resolutions. Try 
working backwards: start with the "sus" chord you want to prepare and resolve, and then 
find another chord that contains that sustained tone. Try to incorporate "sus" chords in the 
etudes we worked on before. I won't outline chord progressions for this or the next concept 
because I believe, by this point, you should be able to come up with your examples (and I'm 
too lazy to repeat the same three chord progressions again on paper). Also, find examples 
of "sus" chords in the music you are playing. 

Color Chords - "Add" Chords - Example 1.27 

Sometimes we just get bored with the simple 3 note major and minor chords. We 
are fine with our "functional" chords, but when a chord isn't "functioning," it gets boring. So 
we "add" notes to our chords to give them a little more "color." There are 2 "add" chords we 
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are going to look at: "add2" and "add6." These two chords add a major 2 nd or a major 6 th to 
the root chord. Often, the word "add" won't be a part of the chord symbol, and will just have 
the number (example: instead of Cadd2, you'll see C2. These are the same). While any 
major or minor chord can have the additional 2 or 6, not all are easily playable, especially in 
open position, so not every chord written in the attached music is commonly used. 

Add 2: 

C2, F2, G2, Am2, Dm2. (Em2 has an F#). 

Add 6: 

C6, F6, G6 (rare), Dm6. (Am6 has an F#, and Em6 has a C#). 

Add 2 chords have a "modern" sound to them (if there is such a thing), and Add 6 
chords have a "jazzy" sound to them. But, they can be in any genre if used just right. Color 
chords simply require an "ear," and are really used when they "sound right." Remember, 7 th 
chords and "sus" chords are also color chords when they do not have a "function." 

Again, try coming up with your own simple progressions that contain these color 
chords, and find music that has these sorts of chords that don't seem to be explained by 
"functional" theory. 

Power Chords - "No 3 rd " or "5" Chords 

At this point, you are probably thinking one of two things: "Ahhhh, power chords?" 
or "Ahhhh, power chords!" Whatever your opinion is, I don't really care. I am introducing 
the concept of power chords for three very good reasons: 

1. Power chords act as a precursor to movable chords, such as barre chords and 
"jazz" chords, as well as "Freddie Green-style" chords. Knowing where bass notes 
are (the notes typically on the 5 th and 6 th strings) help out so much in finding the 
roots of these said chords. 

2. They are a great introduction to vertical movement on the guitar: movement up 
and down the neck on a few strings, as opposed to horizontal movement: 
movement across most or all six strings, but in the same position. Vertical 
movement is a seriously understated and under-practiced technique for most 
guitarists. 

3. They are often misunderstood by the average "rock" guitarist as something that 
doesn't follow the rules of music theory, and therefore you can do whatever you 
very well please. This is not the case, and with a better understanding of the 
power chord, you can potentially create music that is much more coherent. 

So what is a power chord? As pointed out in the title of this section, they are often 
called "No 3 rd " or "5" chords in standard music notation. The "No 3 rd " hopefully makes it 
very clear: a power chord is just a "normal" without a third, therefore making it neither 
major nor minor. It consists of just a root and a fifth above that root (and any doublings of 
notes above that as well). 
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Well then, why do we use power chords? It would seem that taking out the 3 rd and 
making it "neutral," so to speak (neither major nor minor), would create a harmonically 
uninteresting chord. And you would be right, kind of. Power chords seem to have 
originated with blues music, and a quality of blues music is that it is quite ambiguous 
whether the songs are in a major or a minor key. Power chords allowed the performers to 
freely express this ambiguity in their singing, soloing, etc. They didn't have to worry so 
much about what their guitar was playing; they just did what sounded right to them. But, 
not all blues are set up like this, and most of the time blues are actually in a major key, with 
some minor "tendencies." 

Power chords really got their claim to fame with rock music, where guitars would be 
distorted to the point that playing full chords would sound too "muddy." Try plugging your 
electric guitar into an amplifier with the distortion cranked and play an open G chord, or 
better yet, a G7 chord. Not so harmonious, is it? Now try the G5 chord as written below. 
Hear that "rock" tone? (Note: if you don't have an electric guitar, this demonstration is sort 
of useless, but you can still learn much from power chords nonetheless.) 

Before we begin with power chords, we have to learn where the notes of the C major 
scale are on the 6 th and 5 th strings. These are outlined in Example 1.28. Notice where the 
half steps are (the interval of one fret) — between E and F, and B and C. 

Now let's learn the power chords in the key of C major. There are two basic power 
chords: the two-finger power chord and the three-finger power chord; both are outlined in 
Example 1.29. These two types of power chords are mostly interchangeable and are just 
another thing that is simply left up to the musician to decide what is best. PLEASE NOTICE 
there is NO B5 power chord in the key of C major. Try not to look ahead, and instead guess 
why. Thought of it yet? It is because B5 contains an F#, which, again, is not in the key of C. 
We will talk about a couple of ways to get around this issue in a bit. But now, before we get 
too far along with these, let's practice these power chords in some etudes. 

Power Chord Etudes in C Major 

1.30 - Look familiar? Again, it is the "Pop/Rock" chord progression. Notice that I 
have not included where the power chords are, and notice that there are a couple of 
different ways to play the same power chord. It is up to the musician to decide where to 
play each power chord. Typically, you want to pick a progression that minimizes movement 
in the left hand, so remember to switch strings whenever the next chord is close by, and try 
not to shift more than five or so frets. Sometimes it is inevitable, but too much shifting can 
lead to a "miss-fire," or overshooting/undershooting. 

1.31 - I like to call this the "Punk Rock" chord progression; it seems to be in every 
other song these days, regardless whether it is a punk rock song or not. It does not follow 
the "rules" of chord movement very well (P -> D -> T), but that's what punk rock is all 
about, I suppose: breaking rules. 

1.32 - The great 12-Bar Blues yet again. This one is more akin to a "true blues," like 
what you'd here BB King play or something. We'll see this one again very soon. 
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Find as many songs in the key of C as you can, and substitute power chords in for the 
chord in the progressions. Remember that power chords are neither major nor minor, so 
ignore those distinctions. Also remember that any chord affecting the 5 th of the chord 
(specifically, diminished chords] don't work well with power chords, and require special 
treatment that we will discuss in a moment. 

Extended Power Chord Techniques 

Power chords are often given a bad rap for being too "square" and not harmonically 
interesting. While this is the nature of the beast, there are a few techniques guitarists have 
been using for quite some time that make power chords more interesting. I'm going to 
break from my typical model of "techniques then examples" and just give one specific 
example for each technique. 

The 5 -> 6 -> 7 -> 6 Chord Shuffle - Example 1.33 

Often in blues and rock shuffles, guitarists will extend the 5 th of the two-finger 
power chord up a whole step to a sixth, and alternate between these two chords. For the 
particularly flexible, extending the 6 th up another half step to the 7 th is done when moving 
from one chord to the next. In doing so, we might "borrow" a chord from another key: in 
the case of Example 1.33, as we move to the F chord, we borrow the dominant or V chord in 
the key of F, which is C7. Also, as we move back to C, we borrow the F7 chord from the key 
of Bb, which makes little sense, but sounds bluesy anyways. Generally, these chords are 
only used for the I, IV, and V chords (C, F, and G in C major). 

Inverted Chords as Quasi-Power Chords for Smooth Bass Movement - Example 1.34 

That was quite the mouthful, but the title says it all. Let's go over what it means. 
First of all, an inverted chord is simply a chord where the bass note is not the root note. An 
example of this would be if you played the C chord, but played the open E string or 6 th 
string as well. This would become a C/E chord. Or, if you played a C chord, but your friend 
who is playing bass played the note E instead of C, together you would make a C/E chord. 
This is what is happening with the "extended" "quasi-power chords" in Example 1.34. These 
are simply best memorized in context at first, and then they will make more sense. They 
also get around the difficulty of a B° chord: if you want the bass to move from C to B to A 
like in the example, you can play C5, then G/B, then A5 instead of C5, B°5, and A5. Think of 
these chords as "passing" or "neighboring" chords. Occasionally you get an example of a 
leap, like when you go from C5 to G/B to F5. These simply "sound good" and aren't really 
explained very well otherwise. 

Sus2 Power Chords - Example 1.35 

Akin to the 6 or 7 power chords, these chords add a little something extra to the 
sound of the normal power chord. Notice that these chords are really two different power 
chords stacked on top of one another. For example, the Csus2 power chord is C5 and G5 
stacked. This is why they still have that "rock" tone when played through heavy distortion; 
it is simply a 5 th on a 5 th . Often you will see these written as simple 2 chords as well, 
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because there is no distinction between major or minor, therefore there really is no need 
for the "sus" anyways. 

So, now, find songs that are either comprised of power chords, or find songs that 
lend themselves well to these types of power chords. Try substituting sus2 chords or 
inverted power chords when they sound right. Don't go too crazy with them, however. 
Most of the time, simple power chords work just fine; just add in these extra elements to 
spice things up. 

What to do next 

Music theory is best practiced via active composition and arrangement. I've been 
subtly asking you to arrange the songs you find by taking the chord progressions or the 
melodies and applying what we've learned so far to them. To take arranging a step further, 
write out on staff paper (or a notation program) exactly what you would play in each song, 
distinguishing, for example, between when you would play open chords versus power 
chords, etc. Don't be afraid to make someone else's composition your own (following strict 
copyright rules, of course). 

In terms of composition, start out small. Follow the exact formula and rules given. 
Elaborate by adding in the different types of chords, but keep the fundamental chord 
progression the same. Then, after adding in different chords, start elaborating. If you like 
the simpler chord progression better, use that. Most songs are quite simple, using only 
basic chords. 

If you are writing a melody on top of you chord progression, start with chord tones, 
or the notes that make up a chord. Use simple rhythms. Writing melodies really has no 
formal rules, so use your ear and decide for yourself what sounds good and what works. 
Add non-chord tones here and there, or make the melody note the suspended note in "sus" 
chords. Recording an improvised melody is also a good way to get started, granted that 
your improvisation skills are at a certain level. 

Of course, you can simply just continue on with the next key, and then slowly work 
your way into composition. Remember, from here on out, each key will extremely similar to 
the last, so each section will be much shorter without all the explanations and such. 



